The continuity of the French culture of the Detroit River region and the shorelines of Lake St. Clair reveals that in the face of marginalization and the inevitable changes which occur through integration or assimilation, a culture can survive, presenting a subnarrative of history and culture often at odds with dominant historical and genealogical views. The "Muskrat" French Canadian culture of the Detroit River region exists with such a dichotomy and warrants further study as a creole or metis culture rooted in early North American history. This paper presents evidence of the continuous presence of this culture from the 18 th century onwards and examines some of the issues arising out of its unique place in North American societies.
INTRODUCTION
Nearly every year, usually in late Winter or early Spring, local and national media pick up on a story about a culinary tradition found in the Detroit River region: the eating of muskrat as a Lenten custom. Generally the stories focus on the area of Monroe (part of an area known as Frenchtown) and other Downriver Detroit communities where the custom is observed. The tradition is explained in two ways: that the early French Canadian trappers lived off it, learning from the Indians that it was ok to eat; and/or that Father Gabriel Richard granted a dispensation to the local habitants to eat muskrat during Lent.
The stories then continue with a description of the meal itself, the taste of the meat, and assurances that it is safe and legal to eat. See for example stories in The New York Times (April 1, 1988) , USA Today (March 1, 2013), Catholic News (March 8, 2007) , and the Detroit Free Press (November 25, 2012) . 1 University writes, this term refers both to a living culture and to the French dialect that was widespread in the area at one time. 4 While we know generally from the popular press and from academic articles who the term Muskrat French refers to today (Detroit River region French Canadians), what is less well established is when this term came into being, why, and how it has been used over time. In this article I present research offering a new perspective on the term as it has been used for two centuries and attempt to place the 'Muskrat French' in historical and social context. I describe the Muskrat French as a unique regional culture that can and should be understood by its origins, development, and experience rather than by one element of its cuisine, which nonetheless retains a unique importance.
BRITISH AND ANGLO-AMERICAN VIEWS
In order to understand the development of the term 'Muskrat French' and the culture it evokes, it is necessary to look briefly at some examples of how the early French
Canadians of Detroit and the Pays d'en Haut were viewed by British and Anglo
American officials who came to dominate the region beginning in the late 18 th century.
British General Thomas Gage referred to the French of Detroit as "a People . . . as wild as the Country they go in, or the (Indian) People they deal with, and are far more vicious and wicked." He wrote that the French were "vagabonds" and "a terrible set of people who stick at nothing true or false" and "roving in the 
NEWSPAPER STORIES
In the 1890's a newspaper story was in syndication that portrays the "Mushrat French" of Detroit as an exotic, marsh-dwelling tribe whose language is unintelligible whether in English or French. The articles are written from the perspective of a "guileless" Easterner who describes the "mushrat Frenchman" as small in stature, "in complexion like to his native mud, in habits simple and -uncleanly" with a wild imagination fueled with "whiskey little better than raw alcohol." These descriptions of the people and lifestyle are then followed by a parody of a Muskrat Frenchman telling a story in pidgin English meant to echo the local French dialect. The same article is picked up again in syndication in the Reading Eagle of Reading, Pennsylvania, January 20, 1918. 19 Were these attempts at humor, to be explained as typical for the times -harmless folk stories that reflect nothing more than a writer's vivid imagination? An understanding of the wider racial and ethnic conflicts, the virulent racism of the 1890s in America, suggests that they were not simply human-interest stories for a general readership.
Imagine for a moment how these same stories would be viewed if the subjects were Canadian community began to enact the local culture on a more visible level.
th CENTURY
A 1906 carnival sponsored by the Monroe Yacht Club at which muskrat was served proved to be a popular event with the local population. 21 Muskrat dinners as a public event were held throughout the following century to great fanfare. They became events to which people ("Old Frenchmen") from throughout the Midwest journeyed to take part in cultural celebrations.
Unlike the stories from the 1890s, newspapers ran stories about the muskrat feasts in other years, such as 1924. These stories were largely straightforward accounts of the festivities which then included up to 4000 guests, "high-class bartenders" and a vaudeville show as entertainment. Ethnic descriptions in these articles were limited to a few lines of an "Old Frenchman" speaking in pidgin French-accented English. Sharpe, 1999, 78-80. start because they simply did not have the tools or "economic ethic" to compete in the new age of American industry.
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GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION
One element of this subject that is often wrongly conveyed is the geographic distribution of the Muskrat French. While Monroe, Michigan (downriver from Detroit on the far western shore of Lake Erie) is strongly identified with the Muskrat French culture, there is a much more widespread articulation of the culture than found in that small area.
Hubbard for example does not place the "Muskrat Frenchmen" in a particular locale but rather throughout the area, along any river that flows into the larger bodies of water.
The newspaper 'folk stories' of the 1890s make mention of the 'Mushrats' living on the World' little scholarly research has been conducted to fully understand the development of this culture or its legacy. On the contrary, most modern commentary denies it any significant continuity of culture at all with the exception of one culinary tradition.
It can be argued however that the Muskrat French culture is linked to a metis or creole worldview. This formulation seems to be self-evident to observers from the 18 th century onwards, but has been denied by modern scholars who claim that elements of "ethnogenesis" are missing and therefore the community of old Detroit River region French Canadian families cannot be considered a distinct metis people or culture. Yet the term Muskrat French itself seems to be unknown to most contemporary scholars as evidenced by its near universal absence in the most important discussions of Great Lakes metis or French Canadian communities in scholarly literature. 28 The nature of the initial contact between the Detroit French and the British followed by the Anglo-Americans, the terms by which the Detroit French came to be known, how they were described by colonial officials and later writers, how they understood themselves, the longevity of this local culture, the presence of racial and ethnic characteristics that are inherent to the discussion, the continued existence of pockets of Muskrat French speakers on the Ontario side of the Detroit River, the wealth of material available to researchers, the ongoing debate over Metis identity in Canada and the United
States, and advances in decoding the human genome 29 provide ample rationale and a compelling context that warrants a deeper scholarly engagement with this culture. It is a culture that continues to exist today not only throughout the historic region of its origins, but also among a 'diaspora' who continue to identify themselves and their ancestors with the term Muskrat French.
